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1475–1476

Of noble blood I cannot boast my birth,

For I was made out of the meanest mould,

Mine heritage but seven foot of the earth,

Fortune ne’er gave to me the gifts of gold,

But I could brag of nature if I would,

Who filled my face with favour fresh and fair

Whose beauty shone like Phoebus in the air.

Thomas Churchyard, “Shore’s Wife,” 1562



ONE
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LONDON, WINTER 1475

Wrapped in warm woolen cloaks, their faces and animated conversation hidden in the folds of capacious hoods, Jane and Sophia rounded the corner of Soper Lane and the Chepe and collided with a man equally cocooned against the bitter January wind.

“God’s teeth, look where you are treading, sirrah!” Tom Grey barked, his hand on his dagger. But upon realizing he had almost been knocked down by two young women, he immediately bowed. “My pardon, ladies. It was I, Tom Grey, who was at fault,” he apologized. His practiced eyes roved from one face to the other and settled without hesitation on the prettier of the two. “Are you hurt?”

Jane Lambert met his admiring stare with the certainty of one used to attracting male attention and was struck by his youthful good looks. While Sophia bent to pick up the silks that had fallen from her basket, Jane was left to assure the young man the fault was entirely theirs. “I am afraid our chatter was too lively,” she said, hoping he had not heard her describing her latest conquest as a puling brat. “We were not paying attention. However, Master Grey, if we have done you no hurt, we must go on our way to the cordwainer.”

“Allow me to accompany you, mistresses,” Tom answered, his eagerness telling Jane that he was serious about the offer.

Sophia began to protest, but Jane dug her elbow into her friend’s ribs and thanked the young knight—for certes, from the cut of his cloth he must be gently born, she decided. Smiling, she took his proffered arm. “We accept with pleasure.” Without thinking to ask her companion, she told Sophia to take the other. The timid Sophia touched Tom’s arm as if it were on fire but did not demur.

And thus the trio made their way down the cobbled street to Cordwainer’s Row, Jane having no inhibitions about engaging Master Grey in conversation. Sophia, on the other hand, glanced warily right and left, hoping no one she knew would tell her husband she was on the arm of another man. Jealous Jehan Vandersand could be abusive for no good reason whenever he returned from the Pope’s Head, and here she was, on her way to deliver some of the silks she had spun to the weaver and should only be about her business. She rued allowing Jane to be so bold. Although she had admired Jane’s fearlessness from the first day they had met as children, it had got the two friends into more trouble than Sophia had ever anticipated over the years. She began to count the steps to the weaver’s workshop, where she could safely make her escape.

“My father’s establishment is behind us in the Mercery, Master Grey,” Jane was saying, avoiding a puddle of drying piss from the contents of a chamber pot thrown earlier from an upstairs window. “He has the finest Venetian silk in London, does he not, Sophie?”

Sophia nodded, and Tom laughed. “I do not think Mistress Sophia approves of me.”

“Sourface Sophie!” Jane cried, grinning at her friend. “That’s the name I gave her when we were girls,” she explained while Sophia blushed. “I was always the naughty one, and she was always trying to save me from landing in hot soup.” Seeing Sophia was now mortified, Jane hurried on, “But we are the best of friends, and I cannot think of life without Sophie in it, even though she is married now and must be a dutiful wife and mother.”

Tom smiled encouragement at prim Sophia, her long Flemish features offering no hope of beauty, and turning back to Jane, he could not imagine his luck. He had left his mother at her town house not an hour earlier in search of a tavern after arguing with her over how little time he had spent with his wife in their six months of marriage. He had stormed out, determined to wash down his woes with strong ale in the anonymity of a city drinking establishment, when he had encountered Jane and her companion. Now he was drinking in the sensual beauty of the young woman beside him, which was every bit as intoxicating to the hedonistic young man as any cup of ale. And even more titillating was seeing the young woman return his interest.

“Good day to you, Master Grey,” Sophia said, withdrawing her arm and bobbing a curtsey. “Jane,” she said meaningfully, “do not forget your errand. Your father needs his shoes.” With relief, she crossed to the conduit in the middle of the Chepe, then to the other side of the busy thoroughfare and disappeared through the doorway of the weaver’s house as the couple watched.

Without Sophia as chaperone, Jane suddenly felt exposed. “Forgive me, sir, but Mistress Vandersand is right. I must attend to my errand or my father will have yet another reason to chastise me.” She reluctantly reclaimed her hand, which Tom had taken to his lips, and she tucked it into her coney-lined muff. “May God give you a good day, and my thanks for your escort.”

“But, mistress, you have not told me your name.”

“ ’Tis plain Jane, sir,” Jane said with a twinkle. “Although I was christened Elizabeth. And I work at my father’s shop under the Maiden’s Head.” She laughed when his eyebrows rose in astonishment. “He is a mercer, sir, as I told you. John Lambert is his name, and you would know the guild’s insignia is the head of a maiden if you lived in London. She is well known in the city; you’ll see her swinging from every mercery. Ah, perchance you are from the provinces?”

Tom nodded but chose not to take her hint and reveal any of his personal information. Let her think he was Master Tom Grey and not Sir Thomas Grey, marquess of Dorset, oldest son of Queen Elizabeth and her first husband; he was enjoying himself. “And are you always so bold, mistress?” He laughed. He was determined to see this engaging, sensual young woman again; she was such a pleasant change from his dull, though young and very rich, wife.

“Until we meet again, Jane Lambert,” he said, pulling up his hood and covering his thick chestnut hair. “For I am certain we shall.” He turned and walked back the way they had come.

Jane felt as though she was floating down Bread Street. She wondered if Tom Grey had experienced the same exciting rush as she had when he had kissed her hand. This man was different from all the others she had dallied with, she was certain.
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Later in the early darkening of the day, Jane was on her way down to the kitchen when she heard her father’s voice say her name from the spacious solar on the second floor. The door was ajar, and she could not resist eavesdropping. Then she wished she had not.

“She was seen walking arm in arm with a complete stranger this morning—albeit a well-dressed stranger,” her father complained. “She does not seem to care about her reputation. I will have to punish her yet again, wife. Does she think when she walks abroad that people in the Chepe will not know who she is? Or does she forget she is my eldest daughter and I have my good name and business to protect? Why can Jane not comport herself like dear Isabel?”

Jane grimaced and leaned heavily against the wall in the passage. Always Isabel, she thought bitterly; she can do no wrong. Was it just ill luck that invariably caused Jane to be found out? She knew Bella was no paragon, but nothing her sister did ever chafed at her father’s temper as Jane’s transgressions did. To be fair, Jane mused, there was no reason to resent her eighteen-year-old sister: after all, she knew Bella would never be a rival to her beauty and intelligence, but she was jealous of her all the same. Bella was their father’s adored favorite, his obedient and diligent daughter who warranted fatherly embraces, whereas Jane seemed only to incite him to the occasional slap or tirades about insolence and sloth.

“ ’Tis no wonder we cannot find a husband for her. And God knows, I have tried,” John went on to his placid wife, Amy.

“There, there, my dear,” Amy soothed. She often found herself defending her willful, passionate daughter, perhaps because Amy recognized her own nature in Jane’s. She hoped John would never discover Jane flirting, as Amy had on more than one occasion, and was thankful her daughter had intelligence and good breeding enough to resist losing her maidenhead to some amorous young apprentice. “She has beauty on her side, never fear. And she knows the mercery trade as well as any. She will find someone, mark my words.”

John patted his pretty wife’s hand. “It cannot be too soon for me, my love,” he said, and Jane was glad to hear a softening in his tone. “I suppose I must call her down and show her that I will not tolerate such imprudent behavior.”

Jane tried to leave her hiding place and race down the stairs to avoid being seen, but her fine woolen skirt snagged on a nail, and she was caught red-faced when her father flung wide the door.

“Just the person I wanted to see.” John’s tone took on its familiar impatience. “Come in and explain your conduct in the street today.” He stood aside to let her pass in front of him into the warm, fire-lit room. “Who was the man you were seen walking alone with so cozily?”

Jane could not help retorting, “But we were not alone!” And then she hung her head. “His name is Master Grey, Father,” she said and cast a pleading look at her mother, whose eyes remained fixed on her mending project.

Amy did not dare give Jane any sympathy, as much as she longed to. She hated these scenes, and knowing well John’s violent temper, she did not interfere, unwittingly giving Jane more cause to be disappointed in her. Her mother’s apparent subservience had only made Jane more determined never to be governed completely by a man, despite her understanding of a woman’s lot in society. Jane was not privy to the many times Amy had attempted to stand up for herself during the first few years of her marriage, but after many beratings and several beatings, Amy had learned to be the stoic, dutiful wife she was now.

“What else do you know about him, pray?” Her father stood in front of his daughter, his fists clenched. Jane raised her eyes to his angry blue ones and shook her head. “I know nothing, Father. I promise you that Sophia was with us until the very last minute, when she had to cross the street. I left him almost immediately—”

“Not soon enough for a clatterer to see you, my girl,” he cut in, shouting now. “It was all about the Chepe in minutes, how little you think of your good name and mine. Take this for behaving like a harlot,” he said, and he struck her face hard with the back of his hand. “Leave us, and forgo your supper. You disgust me.”

Jane let out a sharp cry of pain and ran from her father as fast as her bulky skirts would allow up to her room, where she flung herself on the bed and wept.

“I hate it here,” she moaned into the snowy white pillow. “I wish I were dead.”
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Tom Grey looked up at the maiden’s head sign swinging over the door to John Lambert’s mercery and smiled at the memory of Jane’s remark of a few days earlier. He had not been able to get the buxom, green-eyed young woman out of his mind. He was twenty years old and confident in his good looks, and what he had liked about Jane was that she, too, knew she was comely. They were well matched, he thought as he had walked away that first morning, and if he did have the chance of seeing her again, he might tell her so. His confidence had been gained by watching and aping the seduction techniques of his stepfather, the king, and his stepfather’s best friend, Lord Hastings, who, much to the frustration of his mother, began to take Tom with them when they enjoyed a rollicking evening in the taverns and stews of London as soon as the youth was old enough. His mother had hoped they would have given her pleasure-seeking oldest son sage paternal counsel on behaving like a gentleman instead.

Thus it was with more than three years of wenching experience tied up in his codpiece that Tom now clicked open the latch on the sturdy wooden door that led into John Lambert’s flourishing mercery. Shelf upon shelf was weighted down by bolt upon bolt of magnificent silk, satin, damask, cloth of gold, silver cloth of gold, wool, velvet, sarcenet, scarlet, grosgrain, kersey and cambray, and in one corner, looking like delicate, magnified snowflakes, lengths of lace from Venice, Antwerp, and Bruges vied for a customer’s discerning eye. Gorgeous tapestries hung on the walls and fine lawn bed linens were cleverly displayed on a long table, where two women were fingering the quality and discussing the price with a sturdy middle-aged man whom Tom took to be Mercer Lambert. The wide window along the front, which in more clement weather would have been opened to the air to facilitate customers’ viewing, gave adequate light through its leaded glass panes, but the back of the shop was only lit by a wheel chandelier of wrought iron hung high from a sturdy beam. One carelessly dropped taper and John Lambert’s fortune could disappear in a fireball that would light up London. As he searched the premises for Jane, he noticed the mercer paid a small boy to sit close and watch, alerting an apprentice when a candle got near the end of its wick.

Tom ducked behind a gaudy display of velvets and saw his quarry entering from the small garden at the back of the shop. Jane spied him instantly, and her heart raced; she could not believe he had actually sought her out. Checking that her father was still in deep conversation with the shilly-shallying buyers, she beckoned to Tom to join her in a less conspicuous corner. One of her father’s apprentices, who was fond of Jane, turned his back as Tom sidled past him to Jane’s side.

“Master Grey, may I help you?” Jane said pertly, already intoxicated by his scent of leather and musk.

Tom merely raised her hand to his lips, his eyes alight with humor.

“You know full well why I am here, mistress,” he told her. “I had to see you again, ’tis all.”

Jane raised her voice and pulled her hand away. “A short mantle for the summer, you say, sir? Let me show you the lightest of wools we have.”

“Good day to you, sir.” John Lambert’s voice behind him made Tom swing round to face the unsuspecting father of the alluring target of his visit. “Is my daughter serving your needs? She knows as much about our wares as any of my apprentices—if not me.”

Tom saw John appraise his customer’s apparel and knew by the genuine smile that the mercer had discerned from the fashionable gown that Tom was a man of means. Mercer Lambert was deferent with members of the gentry, Tom was relieved to note; the man had not guessed the real purpose of his visit.

“You are kind, Master Lambert—if I have the pleasure of speaking to the owner of all this,” he gushed, and he airily waved his hand to encompass the shop, “but I had only just stated my business. I did not know this young lady was your daughter. Mistress Lambert, your servant,” he said, nodding to her. “I would be happy to see the worsted you recommend.”

“Then I shall leave you to Jane,” John said, bowing and rubbing his hands, which always made Jane cringe. When her father anticipated a worthwhile sale, the gesture never failed to annoy her. She hurried past Tom toward the shelf of wools. “And thank you for choosing my humble shop, Master . . .” John raised a questioning eyebrow, expecting the man to give him a name, but Tom merely nodded in acknowledgment and quickly followed Jane.

“Thank you for not saying your name, Master Grey,” she said as they fingered three different bolts of blue cloth. “I was seen in your company the other day, and ’twas reported to my father, you see. He was not kind.” And she lowered her eyes to the cloth, her hand going protectively to her ill-used cheek. “What do you want of me, sir?”

“I know not why, Jane, but I cannot get you out of my head. If you tell me where you live, I can send a message there to arrange another meeting.”

“In truth it cannot be here or Father will suspect,” Jane replied, titillated by the notion of a secret tryst. “Our house is the largest on the east side of Hosier Lane before Watling Street, anyone can tell you which. Mayhap somewhere quiet, like”—she thought quickly back to other times when she had allowed an ardent young man to kiss her and rumple her bodice, and made up her mind—“like the churchyard behind St. Paul’s.” It was quiet, and the buttresses created shadowy shelters for young lovers. “Send me a message with but the day and time and I shall be there.”

She took a deep breath to calm herself; she could not believe she was arranging a rendezvous with this stranger and under her father’s rather long nose. But it seemed that God had answered her nightly prayer for the love of a handsome young man and had sent Tom to her. Perhaps now she might know the delights of the romantic love depicted in the old poems. Secrecy was of the essence, she knew; she would worry about the more mundane aspects of courtship, like obtaining her father’s permission, once she and Tom had expressed their love for each other.

She felt more alive than she had in several months, and as she counted out three ells of the midnight blue wool for him upon a tacit agreement that he must buy something, her palms were sweating and her mouth felt dry.

Tom grinned, delighted he had secured an assignation so easily. He took the measured cloth and walked boldly up to John, who was now seated on a high stool, working on his accounts. “How much do I owe you for three ells of this worsted, Master Lambert?” he asked pleasantly, undoing the pouch at his belt and jingling the coins. “And how much for your daughter?” was on the tip of his tongue to add, but he buried the mischievous urge.
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Not a week later, the cloak on his spare six-foot frame running with rain, William Shore, a mercer from Coleman Street, stood on the same spot as Tom Grey had and heard the creaking of the wooden sign above him in the gale. He noted the fine carving on the door to Mercer Lambert’s shop before pushing it open and stepping into a far more lavish establishment than his own. Hanging his dripping cloak on a peg near the door, he smirked as he estimated the wealth of his fellow mercer spread before him in the colors of an exotic eastern bazaar he had heard about on his travels to Burgundy. If Lambert’s daughter might inherit even a fourth of this, he thought, she would be worth taking under my roof. Then the familiar knot in his belly interfered with his mercenary thoughts; he had carefully avoided the unpleasant duty of husband for all of his eight and thirty years. However, when John had approached him about the possibility of marriage with his eldest daughter—together with a handsome dowry and the promise of inheritance—the temptation to add to his already burgeoning business was too great, and so he ignored his gut. As well, John Lambert had impressive credentials: he had once been elected as a city alderman, been appointed sheriff, and had once served as master of the mercers’ guild.

And so, here William was to inspect the goods—all of them—and make a decision. He saw John examining a bill of lading and walked over to him.

Jane had been helping an elderly matron and her reticent son choose a damask for the son’s presentation at court when she heard the door open and saw the middle-aged, lanky man enter the shop. His face would not set any maid’s heart aflutter, Jane thought, although he was pleasant-enough looking. She watched as he went to speak to her father, his long hair limping damply to his shoulders from under his close-fitting cap, and she recognized the same mercer’s murrey livery that her father wore. She only half listened to her customer’s efforts to decide which patterned satin to choose and instead eyed the two men, who kept looking her way while in earnest conversation.

“I think the brown, do you not, Mistress Lambert?” the woman asked, and Jane quickly refocused her attention on the sale. The son was gazing at Jane with admiration, and she gave him a quick smile. It never hurts a sale to flirt a little, she told herself, enjoying the male attention as she always did.

“Aye, my lady, I believe the blue would inadvisedly draw all eyes to your son, and I hear the king does not like competition,” Jane said. As his mother turned to hold the fabric up to the light, Jane added with a wink, “Your good looks should garner you enough favor with the ladies, in truth.” The young man beamed at the compliment. “Now I shall have Matthew measure you, sir, and I thank you for your patronage.” She waved at the apprentice, watching at a discreet distance, who hurried to take charge.

“Come here, daughter,” John Lambert called to her when he saw Jane was free. “I wish to present you to a fellow guild member, Master William Shore.”

Jane had to look up a long way to her father’s friend. At a little under five feet, she was used to craning her neck to talk to men, but it seemed to Jane that Master Shore was uncommonly tall. He stared down at the comely young woman and was disconcerted by her unabashedly curious gaze. Had William been at all interested in women, he might have noticed the almond shape of those green-gray eyes, or the way her generous mouth appeared ready to laugh and how her nose came to an upswept end, making her look younger than her twenty-two years. Instead he cringed at her forthrightness as immodest and regarded her beauty as Satan’s bait. But as a businessman in search of an advantageous marital match, he inclined his head graciously and gave a suitably agreeable response.

Jane, unaware of the man’s disapproval—or indeed intent—began cheerfully enough: “Master Shore, I give you God’s greeting. Is your business with me or with my father?” Noting the man’s unusual disinterest in her looks, she became more businesslike. “I doubt not that I can help you find something, if that is what you have in mind, but you may have to wait if my present customer has a question of me.”

“Certes, Master Shore’s business is with me, Jane,” John snapped. “Do not be impertinent.”

“But, Father . . .” Jane said, indignant; after all, he had summoned her. But seeing both men’s disapproval clearly written on their faces, she held her tongue. God’s truth, now what had she said to anger her father?

“I wanted Master Shore to know you better, ’tis all,” John Lambert answered, not troubling to give her an explanation. He peered up at William, hoping Jane had not already disheartened the sober suitor.

Had she known William before? she wondered. But as she was certain she had not, she was puzzled. Gripping her hands together, she inclined her head in William’s direction. “Forgive me, sir, if my forwardness offended,” she apologized, giving him a reluctant curtsey, “ ’twas not my intent.”

“You may leave us and attend to Lady Margaret,” John said, pleased with his daughter’s deference. “Come, Shore, we can talk privately in my office.”

Jane had noted her father seemed a little more unctuous with the guest mercer than he was wont to be with those he considered inferior, arousing her natural inquisitiveness. Did her father owe the man money? She could not think so, for hadn’t John lent the king a large sum recently for Edward’s great venture to fight the French? Was William perhaps part of a council that was able to reinstate her father as alderman? But nay, that unpleasant incident had been more than ten years ago, and John’s legendary temper would not be put to the test again by the city fathers. So, who was this man to her father? She did not have time to contemplate further as at that moment the candle boy slipped a note into her hand and then sidled back to his perch. Jane looked at the small wad of wet paper and then at the boy and raised an eyebrow, but the boy turned up his hands and said, “A man give it to me when I went to take a piss outside.” He chose not to show the shiny farthing the man had given him in exchange for being a messenger, but he could feel it tucked into his grubby, damp shirt.

Friday at nones was all that was written in the bold hand, but Jane felt her stomach turn over and gooseflesh prickle her arms. She gave the boy a quick smile, stuffed the note down her bodice, and went back to see how her customers were doing with Matthew.

When William Shore left the shop half an hour later, he was surprised—and gratified—to receive a nod and a smile from the young woman who might one day be his wife.
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“You will obey me in this, Jane,” her father said at supper that night and was relieved that Jane appeared acquiescent for once. “Master Shore has excellent prospects, and you will treat him with respect when he calls courting. You will not toss this one aside, do you hear?” Jane toyed with her fingers in her lap as she remembered how she had managed to rid herself of two other unappealing suitors, once by feigning madness, she recalled, suppressing a smile. “Your mother and I believe it is the only chance you will have to wed, and we need to be thinking about Isabel.” He gave his younger daughter a kindly smile.

But Jane’s silence caused Amy to reach over and shake her daughter’s arm. The half-eaten serving of fish pie lay on Jane’s trencher, and she appeared intent on shredding a hunk of bread crumb by crumb.

“You must thank your father, Jane,” Amy said, not unkindly. “What? Would you rather remain here as a spinster for the rest of your life?” Jane did look up then, and her mother was horrified to see two large tears spill down her cheeks and onto her spotless linen napkin. “Tears!” Amy exclaimed in surprise as John downed his wine, angrily pushed his chair back from the table, and strode from the room. “I thought you would be pleased. I know how long you have wanted to escape from here,” Amy confided.

Jane stared in awe at her mother and wiped her tears. “You do?” she said. “But, Mother, am I not to have any say-so in this decision?” She blew her nose and asked Bella to leave, which the girl did with sulky reluctance. Then Amy pulled her stool around to Jane’s and poured them both another cup of wine.

“Your father is not an ogre, Jane, although I know you imagine him one. He does care about you, although ’tis true he favors Bella. I have tried to compensate, but you do not make it easy. My dear, you remind me very much of myself when I was young. Aye”—she nodded when Jane’s eyes questioned—“I was as rebellious as you, but I settled into marriage because it was expected and because I wanted my own household and children. We have been blessed with six . . . seven if you count poor little Meg, may she rest in peace . . . and I am proud of you all. Your father wants you settled, and I want you happy. Perhaps William Shore can provide both. Now promise me you will give the man a fair chance.”

Jane’s eyes stung again, but she did not dare tell her mother she desired someone else—someone else whom she had just met and who, with time, would surely declare himself. Now was not the moment, however, but as soon as Tom came forward, surely his suit would be considered as good as William’s. It was plain he was gently born, and surely her father would be ecstatic if she raised the Lamberts up to the gentry or perhaps even the nobility. There was an air about Tom, although perhaps it was because he was already a prince to her. How she would gloat when Tom came to ask her father’s permission to woo her. Now, knowing her mother was waiting, she shifted in her seat and promised to walk out with William, and Amy was satisfied.

“You’ll see, my dear. Once you get used to a man, you can love him and be a good wife. And then you will have the gift of children. ’Tis they who bring a woman the greatest joy.”

“Aye, Mother,” Jane acquiesced, imagining a son she might have with Tom Grey and not Master Shore. “I dream of holding my own babe, ’tis true, and I pray for it nightly . . . with whomever I wed.”

[image: image]

The next few weeks were as confusing as they were titillating for Jane, believing she had two men vying for her hand. To placate her father, she allowed William to come courting and hoped that, before the slow-moving, deliberate mercer signed the formal contract, Tom Grey would declare his intentions.

It was not long before William came to Hosier Lane and sat with Amy Lambert and her daughter as he struggled to find common ground for conversation. All he knew was his trade, and he had never sought much female company in his almost forty years. Growing up, he had found his several younger sisters foolish and had chosen to escape the wilds of Derby as soon as his long, narrow feet could take him to London. There he had worked hard for the customary seven years as an apprentice to Mercer Reynkyn and received the freedom of the city when he was in his mid-twenties. As a guild member, William had associated with many of the most prosperous merchants in Europe, and his shop in the Coleman Street ward, although not as extensive as John Lambert’s, was making him a comfortable profit. Even his forays to Antwerp and Bruges had been all about business, and if the truth be told, he had never paid much attention to his surroundings and was able to offer the two women but minimal details of those cities. Aye, he was good at conversing about all things commercial, but in front of Jane and her mother he was quite at a loss for words. In fact, he was uncharacteristically nervous and was annoyed to see his hand shaking as he picked up his cup of wine. He saw Amy confide something to Jane, and so anxious was he they were talking about him that when Jane suddenly laughed at Amy’s innocent joke, he started abruptly and spilled wine all over his fine grosgrain gown.

“God’s truth,” he mumbled, brushing off the tawny liquid with the back of his hand as his neck flushed red around the fur of his collar. “Your pardon, Dame Lambert, so clumsy of me.”

He would have been surprised to know that his moment of humiliation actually caused Jane to feel sympathy for him. It made this rather stiff, unemotional man seem human, and she quickly went to help him. When he saw her concern for him, his mind was eased and he smiled his thanks. Jane was gratified to see that the smile made the man’s normally sober expression almost handsome. Mayhap he is not so bad, she told herself, unconvincingly.

“I understand your business in Coleman Street is beneath your accommodations, Master Shore,” Amy said, also trying to lessen the discomfort of her guest and make genial conversation. “Do you have two or three stories?”

William, taking measure of the Lambert’s solar in his mind, said that he did indeed have three stories and that his parlor was only slightly smaller. “It lacks a woman’s touch, I regret to say, Dame Lambert. ’Tis not so well appointed as this, but it could be.” He was pleased with his hint that perhaps Jane might be the woman whose touch it lacked. Amy tittered and looked coyly at Jane.

Sweet Jesu, Jane thought, taking a bite of sugar wafer, they had her wedded to him already. The bell for sext sent a tingle through her body. In two hours, it would ring for nones, and, if sweet St. Elizabeth had heard her plea, she would soon be with Tom Grey.

The bell reminded William he had business elsewhere, and he gratefully took his leave, first kissing Amy’s hand in an exaggerated show of courtesy and then giving Jane an elegant bow. “Shall we walk to mass together soon, Mistress Jane? If it please your father and mother, perhaps I could escort you on Sunday.”

Jane wanted to say, “Nay, it is too soon,” but did not dare when Amy agreed to his company with alacrity. The two women watched him stride toward Chepeside, his long legs and splayed feet teetering on his wooden pattens.

“Your father will be pleased to know how well you behaved,” Amy said, cheerfully. “I think Master Shore is smitten.”

Jane took her cloak from a peg and hid her smile in it, winding the soft stuff around herself and pulling up the fur-lined hood. “I am going to see Sophie, Mother. I promised to help her with the children this afternoon.” Amy reminded her to stop in the Poultry and buy a chicken for tomorrow’s dinner as Jane strapped on her pattens to keep her feet out of the mud. Amy was pleased with her, and although there was mending Jane could be doing, she let her daughter go and visit her dearest friend. Jane was devoted to the little ones, she knew. She needs her own babes, Amy thought, consoling herself that Jane would have them soon enough with Master Shore.

A few minutes later, Jane had disappeared around the corner of Watling Street as if she were going to the Vandersands’ house a few minutes away in St. Sithe’s Lane. But as soon as she guessed her mother had closed the door and retreated into the kitchen to see to tomorrow’s main meal, she turned and hurried in the opposite direction toward St. Paul’s. When she had dressed to greet Master Shore that morning, she had really chosen her wardrobe for Master Grey. Her mother had approved and even commented on her apple green damask gown, commending her for dressing to attract the prospective bridegroom.

Jane felt for her purse and checked to see she had enough money for a chicken at the more expensive poulterer on Carter Lane, and she set off eagerly for her assignation with Tom. She would buy the chicken later, and God help her if there were none left.
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A little while later, the rain was letting up when Jane reached St. Augustine’s Gate, which led into St. Paul’s yard. The market in front of the south door of the cathedral was all but over, but not wanting to risk being recognized, she skirted the back of the building where the high free-standing pulpit of Paul’s Cross stood. Today, with no announcements or sermons to be heard, there were no spectators gathered around it, and except for a gravedigger busy with a bucket of bones near the charnel house, the rain was keeping other visitors away.

She huddled in the lee of a buttress along the north side of the church, pulled up her hood against the drizzle, and waited on the cold seat. She was early, she knew, and she whiled away the interminable minutes thinking about William’s visit. It did seem to her that the man was determined to have her, but this was not the first time John Lambert had attempted to marry off his eldest daughter, and so Jane convinced herself that she could turn Master Shore away.

Her practiced fingers fondled the soft silk woven into her belt as she ruminated on her future, feeling a flaw in the weaving that made her look down at it with critical eyes. She and Bella had learned at an early age the art of working silk into elaborate fringes and tassels that were so fashionable at court as adornments on bodices, sleeves, and hats. Bella’s dexterity put Jane’s to shame, and Jane decided her talent lay in the less complicated weaving of belts, ribbons, and colorful garters for hose and in attracting customers; the irony that her father was not above using her beauty for the latter did not escape Jane. Bella, on the other hand, was allowed to work at home, under the kinder eye of their mother, but Jane spent much of her week at the Mercery, employing her lap loom when the shop was quiet. For all she was lazy at her loom, Jane had discovered she had a talent with the pen, and she liked nothing more than amusing her mother and sister on quiet evenings with her clever verses.

Jane’s reverie was interrupted by a group of monks chanting their way to nones along the path through the churchyard to the cathedral. Jane signed herself and intoned an ave, her eyes following them past the stone pulpit until they disappeared. It briefly crossed her mind that the choice of sacred ground for an illicit meeting might open up a rocky road to hell, but she dismissed the idea with a “pah!” and a smothered giggle and thus failed to see Thomas until he startled her with his first words.

“You did not expect me, Mistress Lambert?” he teased, catching her hand and pressing it to his lips. “Do you have such little faith in me?”

The bells above them clanged for nones and her embarrassed stammer, “N-nay, T-Tom, I mean, Master Grey,” was thankfully lost in the din.

Tom curled her arm in his and joined her on the stone seat. It was out of the wind and drizzle, and she had been right about the privacy. He made sure there was no one about as he indulged himself in the first kiss of this new affair. She smelled of rosemary and citron, and her lips were hungry and warm. His instinct that Jane was versed in the art of flirtation had not failed him, and he could sense she wanted more, so he kissed her again.

“Your eyes are the color of the sea, Jane,” he told her, holding her perfect oval face in his fingers. “I cannot make up my mind if they are green or gray.”

His kiss stoked a fire in her that left her wanting more, but she knew what she must do in this dance of courtly love. Had she not read it over and over in her books: she must chastise him for his compliment. “You are impertinent, sir. You do not know me well enough to kiss me thus.”

She expected that more high-flown prose or even poetry would continue the dance, but instead he said boldly, “Then forgive me, sweetheart, is this better?” And his lips were again on hers and this time she could feel his tongue seeking an entry. She pushed him away despite how much she longed to kiss him back in the same way; she did not want to forget the lessons that kept a real love like this burning brightly, even though he seemed to have waived his courtly manners. There was a rule that pertained to this moment, was there not, she thought. Ah, aye, rule number fourteen:

The easy attainment of love makes it of little value; difficulty of attainment makes it prized.

Jane smiled. “Perhaps I do not understand the conventions of courtly love well enough, Tom. Do I not deserve some poetry? I am sure you are not supposed to kiss me so . . . so soon.”

Tom raised an eyebrow. “You are a tease, Jane. But I will try.” He pulled a wayward strand of hair from her coif and wound it around his finger. “Your tresses are like the sand on the seashore,” he said, studying it. “I am no poet, in truth. Where have you heard this . . . ?” He wanted to say “nonsense” but he indulged her.

“My tutor let me read an old book in Latin about romance. I think he was besotted by me when I was but thirteen.” She smiled at the memory. “It was by one Master Capellanus, and I made poor Master Cook translate much of it. Latin was not my strength, I am afraid.”

“You learned Latin? I thought girls learned but the rudiments of reading and writing.”

“Pish,” Jane retorted. “Not only do my sister and I know Latin, but we speak some French, too, Maître Gris. But you have cleverly changed the subject. We were talking about love. True love between a man and a woman.”

She leaned into him eagerly and willed him to declare his love, too, but he sank back against the wall and carefully unraveled her hair from his finger. His reticence made her impulsive.

“There is a mercer who is seeking my hand,” she began a little desperately, “and my father is anxious to be rid of me, but I cannot go to another when the only man I wish to be with is you.” She stared anxiously at his face, but his expression caused her to rush on. “If my father knew you, too, wished to court me, he would not gainsay you. ’Tis plain you are gently born, Tom. You are, are you not? Speak to me, I cannot bear your silence. You are looking at me strangely. What does it mean?”

What does it mean, Tom thought, disconsolate. It meant he must drop this promising affair like a burning brand. For once in his young and vigorous life he would have to spurn one of the most tantalizing prospects for a mistress he had ever met. Had he misread her flirtations? Her eagerness to meet with him in secret; her nervousness at his nearness at the shop; her presence here at his first suggestion of a tryst; and her very experienced kiss had suggested she was as ready for a tumble as he was, he had felt certain. But what was all this about true love? He was aware of the idea of courtly love, but it was out of fashion now—something troubadours warbled about centuries ago.

He had difficulty concealing his disappointment and got up impatiently, leaving her dejected on her cold stone seat. In other situations, he would have walked off, never given a backward glance, and sought out new prey. But this time was different, and he did not know why. He looked back at her, huddled in her cloak, her beautiful eyes imploring him to come back and take her in his arms, and her sincerity made him search his own heart. And he realized for the first time in his life that Jane had stirred something new in him. Was his heart engaged? Nay, he told himself, they hardly knew each other. But what he did know was those very things that had drawn her to him—her honesty and willingness to risk danger—were now making this awkward, he thought sadly: she thought she was in love and thought he was, too. Aye, he was truly attracted to this provocative woman. In truth, he had not expected that his emotions upon seeing her sitting alone against the soaring buttress of the cathedral wall would have provoked such swift action. He should have waited to kiss her; he should have wooed her more, she was right. But he also wanted to take what she was so clearly offering and not have to compromise himself. For all her flirtatiousness, Jane Lambert was a virtuous young woman, he realized with chagrin. He must choose his words carefully. Dear God, but women were a trial.

“I am not who you think I am, Jane. You must believe me when I say I understood our liaison to be a flirtation only. I did not mean to mislead you, but I was misled by your eager response to my overtures. I confess I wanted to bed you, but I now see you are a woman of virtue, and I will bother you no further. I am not worthy of you.” It was feeble, but it was the best he could do, and he hoped he had quelled the unfortunate subject of marriage.

He expected tears and indeed her face was wet, but her eyes were defiant, and he saw the tears were simply raindrops. By now Jane was on her feet, repeatedly clenching her fists. “Not worthy of me? What is meant by that, pray tell? I can see by the cut of your cloth you are worthy of John Lambert’s daughter. I was so certain we both felt love on that first day we met. You only wished to bed and not woo me? In that case, ’tis I you thought unworthy, is it not?” Her accusations came at him like annoying houseflies, and when he turned up his hands wondering how to respond, she backed away from him. “Farewell, Tom Grey,” she told him. “I hope you know you have broken my heart this day. You are fortunate I did not break your nose.”

It took every inch of will not to laugh. Instead Tom honored her by kneeling in the muddy grass, and, finding one of her cold hands, he held it to his cheek. “I did not say I could not love you, Jane. I said I must not. God go with you.” She snatched the hand away, and he watched her run along the church wall and around the corner before he picked up his soggy bonnet and wandered back to his mother’s house, hoping to avoid one of her lectures. He was in no mood for her censure, too. For the first time in his life, he understood he had hurt someone, and he did not care for the feeling one bit.

He could not know that Jane had only reached the other side of the cathedral before she had given way to sobbing. After thumping the ancient stone of a buttress several times, her sobs began to subside; her pride would not allow her to be seen in such distress, and so she used her wet cloak to clean her face before turning toward home. She could not stop thinking back on the scene and Tom’s sudden change of heart. She heard again his words: “I did not say I could not love you; I said I must not.” What could he mean? It was possible he was promised to another, but perhaps he did not love his betrothed and would return to her. A tiny ray of hope crept into her heart. Perhaps all is not lost, she thought; perhaps he needs time.

Jane’s head went up as her confidence increased, and she did not see a fat hen in her path until it ran squawking from underfoot. “The chicken!” she suddenly exclaimed, turning back and hurrying toward the poulterer. “I almost forgot the chicken.”



TWO
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LONDON, SUMMER 1475

Jane flung open the shutters of the bedchamber she shared with Bella and willed the day to dawn. The moon was retreating, and as the first shaft of the June sunrise shimmered off the towering spire of St. Paul’s, she looked out at the familiar view with a mixture of regret and excitement. What would her eye fall upon this time tomorrow, she wondered, feeling her heart beat a little faster while her fingers clutched the windowsill. She did not want to leave the safety of the house on Hosier Lane, but she wanted to be free of the twenty-two stifling years under her authoritarian father’s roof. And today she would get her wish.

It was her wedding day, and as the dawn’s rays turned the sky from purple to ruby rose and orange, she quoted: “Red sky in the morning, shepherd’s warning. Oh no, we shall have rain before long.” She raised her eyes heavenward, hoping it was not a portent. The thought of rain sent her thoughts back to the damp day and Tom Grey, and she could not help letting out a moan of pleasure when she again imagined his mouth on hers.

Disturbed by the noise, Bella turned in her sleep, but she settled back without waking, and Jane looked at her in their shared bed with a modicum of guilt. Certes, she would miss her mother and probably Bella for a little while, but she would not miss her sister’s jealous nature. Jane had never been able to confide her unhappiness to Bella, who had no complaints about their father.

Aye, she had no regrets about leaving the Lambert hearth, she decided. She saw her marriage as an escape from her uncomfortable familial relationship and into the freedom of her own household. Growing up on the streets of England’s largest city, she was wiser than her counterparts living pampered but lonely lives behind the high, thick walls of their fathers’ castles. She had thwarted many a youth intent on claiming her maidenhead, and had done it with a swift kick and clever retort, followed by a sympathetic smile. She had witnessed cutpurses run off with their prizes and drunkards brawl outside a tavern; pelted unfortunates at the pillory who had cheated on their customers; twice escaped the humiliation of the cucking chair for her ready tongue; had felt compassion for the grotesquely formed beggars vying for every prominent street corner; and she had seen her fair share of death, both young and old. Aye, Jane was no innocent, and she now idly wondered why she had guarded her virginity so vehemently. Sophie was married these past seven years, and Jane had eked out as much confidential information as her friend was willing to divulge about marriage and the business of bedding. Jane had been envious of Sophie’s wifely status, but her friend had also confided that her duty between the sheets was nothing more than that: a duty, to be borne whenever her husband desired. The only good thing about it, she had told Jane, were the children that followed; in truth, it was Sophie’s motherhood that Jane envied the most.

Listening to the bells for matins ring out, she watched as people more faithful than she hurried up the street to St. Mary-le-Bow on the corner. Up until four months ago, she was resigned to being a spinster of the parish, and at twenty-two, she was older than most brides, but now she was about to embark on a new life.

Tom Grey’s face intruded on her thoughts again, and she felt the familiar tugging in her heart as she had every day since she had met him. “I did not say I could not love you, Jane.” She heard his words running through her mind for the thousandth time. Aye, Tom, but you dissembled.

A few days after the disastrous tryst at St. Paul’s, she had received another message, this time delivered by the apprentice Matthew, who gave it to her upon his return to Hosier Lane, where he shared a room under the eaves with two other of John’s apprentices.

The Swan at Newgate, Monday at four o’clock, Tom had written, and Jane’s spirits had soared. He has come to his senses, she had congratulated herself on that chilly February day. She remembered slipping out of the house as the late-winter sun hung low in front of her on her way along Watling Street, having once again invented a visit to Sophie as the reason for her absence.

The Swan was an imposing inn hard by the Newgate, and she shivered when she looked up at that part of the city wall and the gate that housed a gaol, imagining the poor creatures huddled for warmth behind the barred windows. The tavern door stood open, and a welcoming light from the fire in the wide hearth had cheered her as she walked boldly through into the large taproom, the smell of ale and roasting meat making her mouth water. She had immediately seen Tom sitting alone at a small table, and he rose to greet her, his face serious but his words kind.

“Mistress Lambert, I am pleased to see you come. I was afraid you would not.” He led her to the table and called for a cup of ale for her. He pulled up another stool opposite and asked about her health. Jane had noticed he had not touched her, not even taken her hand to kiss or to help her onto the stool. Being impatient to hear what he had to say, she had dismissed the omission and leaned in, anticipating a declaration of love, or at least of affection.

“I have not stopped thinking about you since our meeting,” he began, and Jane’s pulse had quickened. “I was certain your regard for me was lost forever, and I must confess my conscience has been pricking me.”

“As it should, Tom Grey,” Jane retorted. She smiled seductively at him. “And you are telling me that you have changed your mind.” She saw by his wide eyes that she had again surprised him and so gladly spoke her mind. “I do not require much of you to be happy, in truth. Not a fortune or a mansion. Nay,” she assured him, “I just want to be with you always and know what real love is between a man and a woman.” She wanted to reach out and touch his hand that was fingering his cup. “So, Master Grey, do you wish to court me?”

Tom instantly regretted the meeting. Aye, he had had feelings for this woman, but only in the rarest of circumstances did people of his rank find love in a marriage contract. He had lost one child-wife and had no feeling for his second, and he was still only twenty. Jane could have been his lover and consolation. He tried to let her down gently: “Do you remember that I said I must not love you, Jane?” He saw her nod, but her face clouded. He plunged on, hoping she had understood. “You have guessed the reason, have you not?” he implored her, with his look saying the words for him. But she was silent. He took a deep breath. “I swear I did not lie to you, although I confess I was a coward not to tell you why then. The simple truth is, I am not free to love you as you believed, because . . . because I am a married man.” He turned up his hands helplessly. “And there is naught I can do about it. You would not have me unless I asked for your hand, so I had to withdraw my attention. But, please believe me when I say I was drawn to you, Jane.”

Jane sat perfectly still. She watched him fidget with the ribbon tie of his gipon, his eyes avoiding hers while her stomach heaved and her heart constricted. She wanted to throw the remains of her ale in his face, spit in his eye, kick over his stool, run out into the cold evening air and scream. Instead a familiar children’s rhyme fell unbidden from her lips: “Tom, Tom the whoreson, Stole a heart and away he run,” she improvised bitterly. “You took me for a harlot, Tom, while I offered you my heart.” Her eyes glittered now like sun on the sea. “And if you understand nothing else, you should understand that a woman’s heart is not your plaything. You have sat here this evening and once again allowed me to reveal my heart, and then you rebuffed me—again. Dear God, how could I have been so foolish.” And she had run from the warm tavern all the way home.

Aye, how could she have been so foolish, she thought now on her wedding day, looking out over London. And yet she knew if she had it to do over again, she would have given herself to Tom Grey—wed or unwed—and risked the consequences for love.
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A long stone’s throw over the city wall from The Swan, Tom Grey, staring out of the solar window of his mother’s residence, was still regretting Jane’s loss three months later.

“Are your thoughts worth a groat, my son?” Tom’s mother teased him after failing to attract his attention on her arrival in his chambers. “You appear distracted of late. Is there anything troubling you?”

Tom swung around and smiled at his mother. Going to her and bowing over her hand, he thought she must be the most beautiful woman in England. “Nay, Mother, nothing that should worry you. I was anticipating my journey to Lancashire, ’tis all. My lady wife has need of me.”

“And when do you leave, Thomas? The king has asked that you escort me to Westminster tomorrow. We are summoned to a feast for the Burgundian ambassador.” She grimaced. “I wish I could decline. I am sick more with this babe than with any other, except you. You, as my firstborn, were the worst.”

“I will gladly postpone my travel,” Tom said, grinning. “There is nothing up north that cannot wait. Besides, it will divert me to spend a day at court. It will be my pleasure to escort you, my lady.”

Elizabeth smiled, and Tom noticed how childbearing increased her beauty; her skin glowed and the more rounded figure suited her. He was, if the truth be told, tired of the monotonous arrival of half-siblings—brats mostly, but his mother’s marriage to King Edward had brought more rewards than he had dared dream of, and so he tolerated the many additions to the nursery. Here was one marriage where passion played a prominent part, he thought ruefully. Edward plainly worshipped Elizabeth, when he was not out whoring with his chamberlain, Will Hastings, or indeed with Tom himself. Tom’s wife, on the other hand, repulsed him with her horse teeth, scrawny thighs, and pimply breasts.

Tom held the door as Elizabeth Woodville exited and he went back to the window seat. He stared out on the city wall and fancied he could see through it to Jane’s father’s house on Hosier Lane. Why did she haunt him so? On many occasions since the meeting at The Swan, he had thought on the cruel words of her ditty. To be sure, he had sought and found other conquests and pleasured himself with them since then, but he could not forget the mercer’s lovely daughter.

Tom, Tom the whoreson. Aye, he had deserved the crude moniker. He remembered watching the tear run down her cheek, and he had been so awed by Jane’s fortitude, he had not been able to stop himself reaching out and wiping it away with his thumb. As in the scene in the churchyard, he had felt something stir in his chest that disturbed him.

What a churl he had been. “Jane, I am truly sorry. If I were someone else, I would give you my heart and my hand, but I cannot,” was what he had told her. Why he had hesitated to tell her more, he knew not. Why had he not revealed his identity? Would she have given in to the marquess of Dorset, son of the queen and stepson of King Edward the Fourth? Nay, it would have frightened her off, he was convinced, despite her infatuation for him.

But all Jane knew was that he was married. What did it matter? If he had played her slow game of courtly love, would she have capitulated? As far as he was concerned, his marriage contract was simply that—a contract that bound two families together and would perhaps yield children to inherit the joined wealth. He had never denied his lusts, he admitted; one took one’s pleasures where one could when one was forced into a union for the sake of family, wealth, and power. His first wife had been indisputably contracted to him for her pedigree, Anne Holland having been the only child of the duke of Exeter and his wife, who in her turn was daughter of Richard, duke of York and Cecily Neville. Betrothed when they were both eleven, Anne Holland had died in childbirth five years ago along with their child, just as fifteen-year-old Tom’s sensual nature was awakening. After that, his mother, the queen, had chided him almost weekly about his dalliances with mostly unsuitable ladies.

And finally, last year, Elizabeth had contracted a second marriage for Tom; this time the motive was money. Fourteen-year-old Cicely Bonvile, baroness of Harington, was the wealthiest heiress in the country, with extensive land holdings in Devon and Warwickshire. Her mother, Katherine, was a Neville, and, following Baron Harington’s death, she had married the king’s chamberlain and best friend, Will Hastings. Young Thomas Grey had gained not only a stepfather in King Edward, but a stepfather-in-law in Will, the two most powerful men in England.

Tom smacked the casement shut. He refused to think he was pining for a woman just because she did not give in to him. And just today, he had been informed that Jane Lambert was to be married to a respectable mercer. She would be lost to him now, Tom was certain. Cramming his velvet bonnet on his head, he strode toward the door and told himself he would move on with his life.
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Back in Hosier Lane, Jane was still contemplating what life would hold for her. She shivered, partly from anticipation and partly from anxiety, and pulling a shawl around her shoulders, she put Tom Grey’s guilty face from her mind and forced herself to think about the man who would call her his wife in a very few hours.

She did not know whether to laugh or cry when she thought back to William Shore’s clumsy wooing of her.

“Dear Lord, protect my way forward and let William be warmer as a husband than he has been as a suitor,” she prayed fervently, but then unwittingly found herself smiling at one memory. She and her betrothed had walked to St. Mary-le-Bow side by side behind John and Amy when the banns were being read. Jane was certain that, from behind, the towering William and her own diminutive figure must have looked like father and daughter, and she had had a hard time suppressing her mirth. She had written a poem later in the day, and it was one of a very few of Jane’s verses that had not amused Amy.

A couple walking arm in arm

’Tis custom’ry to see,

Yet when Jane and Will are side by side

Her arm begirds his knee.

After supper, Bella had made Jane repeat it in the privacy of their chamber and had collapsed in laughter onto the feather mattress.

Thanks be to the Virgin that her mother had not denounced her to John, she thought now, but the poem had mirrored her feelings. “God’s truth but I feel ridiculous with him,” Jane said aloud to London’s skyline.

“What did you say, Lillibet?” Bella asked sleepily. “Who is ridiculous?”

Bella was the only one who still called her by her baptismal name of Elizabeth, and Jane was unsure whether it was done to annoy her or because when the younger girl was learning to speak, Jane was still Elizabeth, and having trouble with the word, Bella’s tongue discovered the lilt of Lillibet pleased it more, and the name had stuck. It had been her mother’s idea to rename her Jane, all because an ancient dragon of an Aunt Elizabeth had come to live with them, and two in the same house became confusing as well as an irritation to the older owner of the name. Amy Lambert had wanted to please the well-heeled relative, who, she had guessed correctly, might well will the Lamberts property in the country. Jane hadn’t much minded and had taken the change with good humor, thus earning her mother’s gratitude but still only a grudging grunt from her father. It was then, at only age six, that Jane knew her father did not care about her one way or the other.

“They say talking to yourself shows the mind is softening, but I think ’tis a sign I have no one to talk to,” Jane answered her sister with a laugh, and she tugged the rumpled linen off the bed. “If you would raise your idle bones, I could talk to you.”

“Lillibet, you heartless wench!” Bella cried, trying to retrieve the sheet from the floor. “I shall tell Father on you, if you are not careful.”

“Not anymore, you won’t,” Jane retorted. “Perhaps now you will know what the back of his hand feels like when he no longer has me to bully. I shall be a married woman and out of mind, praise be to St. Monica. I can snub my nose at him all the way from Coleman Street and you will have to find someone else to tattle on, Sister.” Seeing Bella’s head droop, she was immediately contrite. “Forgive me, you may find me snappish today because I am a little afraid . . .” She trailed off, wanting to avoid a delicate conversation and instead begged Bella to smile. “And so, I pray, help me into this gown.”

Bella did as she was told and stood back to admire her lovely sibling. Despite Jane’s bossiness and lack of decorum, the girl knew she would miss her sister’s companionship. As Jane tucked a lacy plastron into the top of her bodice to cover her exposed skin, Bella picked up a fine ebony comb and began to ease it through Jane’s thick, gold-flecked, honey blond curls, the color enhanced with the help of lemon juice and chamomile. Try as she might, nothing would make Bella’s own mouse brown tresses look more than commonplace. Frustrated again that none of her physical attributes would ever outshine her sister’s, she tugged at a knot, causing Jane to cry out in protest.

“Sorry,” Bella mumbled.

“Sophie promised to make me a chaplet of flowers and ribbons,” Jane said. “I hope she does not forget. I ache to go a day without binding up my hair. In truth, I should marry more often.” And she laughed off the misgivings she felt every time she thought of William.

The shimmering folds of her cream-and-blue gown spilled around her, reinforcing her choice of Venice silk. Knowing that his daughter would show off his merchandise to his guests at the feast, John Lambert had indulged Jane on her wedding day, and Jane, understanding the value of each and every bolt of cloth in his extensive stock, had indulged herself with the best.

She would not have been surprised had she overheard the conversation between John and Amy about her choice. Instead of applauding her taste, John had opined: “Her love of luxury may put William in Newgate for debt. You would think you have not taught that girl anything about money, my dear, judging by the way she spends it.” He had patted his placid wife’s small hand. “Better William’s problem now than mine.”

“Oh, forsooth, John.” Soft-spoken Amy had used her favorite disclaimer, refusing to be roused. “God knows I have tried to teach her manners, modesty, and duty, but money is your domain.”

Upstairs Bella finished combing Jane’s hair and asked, “Shall I see if Sophia has called? And I will bring us back something to break our fast.” She threw a silken bedrobe over her shift and left Jane standing in front of the polished brass mirror propped up against her dower chest. In its reflection Jane caught sight of the crucifix on the wall behind her and promptly moved the mirror.

Jane now looked at herself with curiosity. What was it that made men stare at her so? She recognized a pretty face when she saw one, certes, and hers was passably pretty. But the rest of her? She thought she was too small, her neck too short, and her breasts too big for her slender waist. Unbidden, Tom Grey’s face was conjured, and she frowned at her reflection. She had been so sure he would be the one to show her the ways of love: that love she had read about in the writings of Chaucer and her favorite Chrétien de Troyes poem about Lancelot and Guinevere. She touched her lips, remembering yet again his kiss that day and the sensation she had had when he had tongued her mouth open. Her hands dared to take the fullness of her breasts then sweep down to the curve of her waist and over her hips. How she had longed to feel Tom’s hands touch her thus; she felt certain he would know how to arouse her. She exhaled deeply.

How would William look at her naked body? she wondered. He had never seemed much interested in it fully clothed, so she had little doubt he would care if she were flat-breasted and knock-kneed. Would he even care that she had preserved her maidenhead for him? Aye, tonight she would no doubt lose her virginity, but had it been worth saving for such an indifferent man as William? According to her confessor it was, and so perhaps she had remained intact to save her immortal soul. Never one to brood for long, she cheered herself up by recalling the scene in the confessional.

Not long after the contract with William had been signed, she had made confession in her beloved St. Mary-le-Bow, and had barely listened as the priest droned on from behind the wooden grille about the sanctity of marriage and that a wife must please her husband and was expected to obey him in all things. And then he had shocked her out of her daydream by first asking if she were going to her husband a virgin. She had demanded: “Why must you know? ’Tis insulting to ask.” A sharp reprimand chastised her with a threat about eternal damnation for lying, and so she admitted she was indeed a virgin. She had not needed to ask whether a man must also be chaste; she could guess the answer would be no. Then he had asked: “Have you ever taken an animal to your bed, mistress?” Certes, she was not such a green girl from the provinces that she did not know about such unholy practices, but to hear it voiced by a priest truly shocked her into silence. The priest had had to repeat himself, and Jane had stammered an assurance that she had never even imagined such an abomination. She later found out to her disgust from Sophie that it was a routine question for women about to be married. Again she doubted it was also asked of men before they took a wife.

Sensing his parishioner was becoming discouraged, the priest said more kindly: “Mistress, take heart. You should know it is a wife’s right to expect affection from her husband and to enjoy the . . . the . . . ahem . . . bedding together. You do also have the right to be a mother, so the law says.”

“Thank you, Father,” Jane had said, shuddering at the thought of William touching her.

She pondered this all now as she leaned toward the mirror to remove a wayward hair from her fashionably plucked forehead, and not for the first time did she tell herself that the world had been made for the benefit of men. Did it matter what women wanted? And even if a woman could express what she wanted, could she ever achieve it?

“What is it that you want of life, Jane?” she asked herself aloud. “Do you know what you want, Elizabeth Jane Lambert?” Aye, a small but clear voice inside her said: I want to find real love.

When she was a child all she remembered wanting was the love of her father, and when she did not get it, she turned to her older brother, William. He was happy to be adored by the pretty, merry little girl, so he spoiled her with ribbons and candied treats, and she learned that making a man laugh and call her his “sweet Jane” got her gifts that made up for the indifference of her parent. But then William went into the church and moved away, leaving her bereft, hurt, and no longer a child.

When she had discovered her ability to win the admiration of the equally young apprentices who passed her on the streets or stood near at mass or winked at her in The King’s Head on Chepeside, she had had hopes of finding true love among them, but she had waited in vain for the much touted, blinding white flame of passion to engulf her.

But then she had kissed Tom Grey.

She stamped her foot and glowered at herself in the mirror. May he burn in eternal hellfire. He has spoiled me for all others, and certainly for cheerless, staid William Shore.
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The rain held off long enough for the wedding to take place at St. Mary’s and not spoil Jane’s elegant gown during the short walk from the Lambert house. The contract and vows were exchanged at the church door before the couple and their witnesses entered the sanctuary for the mass. Jane’s thick, yellow hair fell to her waist, and Sophie’s lovingly made blue- and white-ribboned chaplet, festooned with daisies and mayflowers, encircled her head. She was a beautiful bride, her mother told her, and even her father nodded and smiled when his eldest daughter emerged from her chamber.

Neighbors hung banners and ribbons from windows, and several children cheered and flung flowers over the couple as they processed back to the house for the feast. Everyone knew and liked Jane for her warm smile, her ability to make them laugh, and her kindness to the children, especially when they were sickly. She brought back snippets of ribbon and lace from the shop for the girls, and made the boys balls from scrap pieces of fabric and horsehair that she sewed inside whatever material was left at the end of a bolt.

John beamed at everyone lining the street and invited them to join him and Amy at the house for wafers and wine. Jane met William’s eyes as they neared the front door, and she smiled shyly. Caught off guard, William smiled back.

“Mistress Shore, may I escort you in for dinner,” he said, formally. Then he added quietly, “It pleases me that I have taken you to wife, Jane. I trust you, too, are content.”

William had recited his vows with as much feeling as he might have discussed the weather, but Jane had been glad that he did look at her when he said them, and she took heart that he meant to keep them. He had put a fine band of gold upon her finger, intricately ornamented with carved roses, and had put his lips on hers to seal the bargain with good grace, she thought.

“Quite content, William,” she answered him, hoping that this unusual unbending might lead to an easier union as husband and wife than there had been in their courtship. She went into the house happier than when she had left it an hour earlier and sought out Sophie and her Jehan, who had been invited to share the feast. Jehan openly ogled her, infuriating Jane, and she managed to steal Sophie away from him by saying she needed her friend’s help up in her chamber. Unperturbed, Jehan went in search of food.

Despite her pregnancy, Sophie was able to negotiate the narrow staircase to the top floor and followed Jane into the wide loft bedchamber.

“What now?” Jane asked in desperation, turning and grasping Sophie’s hands. She could feel the calluses on the silkwoman’s thumb and index finger, and Jane was glad she was a weaver and not a spinner.

“Oh, Jane,” Sophie said, amused, her plain face lightened by a smile. “You vill vait in bed for Villiam to come to you and if you can, make certain you blow out all the candles.” Jane was used to Sophie’s endearing use of a v for a w in her speech. It was the only vestige left of her Flemish parents’ heavily accented English. “ ’Tis not so bad in the dark.”

Jane was not comforted by this, and she pulled off the chaplet, its blossoms wilting, and flung it on her dower chest. “But will he know what to do? Why, he only kissed me for the first time at the church door.” Sophie picked up the chaplet and, uncomfortable with idle fingers, began to rework the garland. Jane watched her friend as she imagined her in bed with Jehan. It cannot only be a duty, she concluded, there must be something more to it or poets would not write about it nor singers sing their ballads. Once, when she had felt a youth’s hardness pressing through her skirts, a surge of desire had enveloped her that had made her moan. She also knew from a young age that touching herself in her private place would send pleasurable waves through her whole body. Perhaps her friend had obeyed the church teachings about such activity and Sophie did not know.

She propped herself up on her elbow. “I suppose I cannot refuse to take him to my bed, can I?” she groused. And then she smiled. “Forgive me, Sophie, but I keep wondering how someone as tall as William will manage with someone as small as me.”

Sophie laughed. “Take courage, Jane. It means you need only look at his feeble chest and you do not need to look him in the eye.”

That amused Jane all the more, and the two friends fell into each other’s arms laughing.



THREE
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COLEMAN STREET, LATE SUMMER AND AUTUMN 1475

Nothing could have prepared Jane for what happened on her wedding night. Try as he might, and Jane was kind and gentle with him, William Shore was unable to fulfill his duty to her as a husband on that occasion nor in the weeks that followed. Even more puzzling to the new bride was his nonchalance about his impotence. At first she was quiet and understanding as he fumbled with her breasts and tried to become aroused. After many failed attempts, she had taken matters into her own hands and attempted to seduce him, using her natural instincts to try, in vain, to bring him to climax. She was astonished at her own talent, having had no teacher, and she found herself so ready to be taken—even by William—that she would have to pleasure herself after he fell asleep exhausted by his efforts.

It was not long before Jane’s initial frustration turned into anger, for it became apparent that she had been cheated even of her right to be a mother, let alone the pleasuring the priest had promised was also her due. Her mood was not helped by the weather that summer.

July was one of the worst for rain anyone could remember, and the London streets became awash in mud, muck, and rubbish that even the highest pattens could not navigate safely. The Moor Field outside the city wall at the end of Coleman Street was flooded so badly there was no harvest of vegetables, and cows stood knee-deep in water, looking as miserable as the gloomy skies above them. Jane was thankful her husband’s lodging was above his shop, thus she did not have to step out into the mire on most days to tend to customers as she had at her father’s.

And then the summer heat arrived, making Londoners irritable, and babes, young children, and old people susceptible to outbreaks of disease.

“When did the July rain start?” she asked Sophie one hot August day when the flies buzzed around the rubbish left behind after the muddy streets had dried, and the two friends sat in the shade of the only tree in the Vandersands’ tiny garden. William had allowed her a rare afternoon to herself, and she had made her way to Sophie’s humble house, where she found her friend using her old hand spindle so she could tend to her children with her free hand when needed. Spinning silk was tedious work, and Sophie was fortunate Jehan had obtained a wheel for his wife for her indoor work, as the distaff and spindle she had learned to use at her mother’s knee was slow and awkward. While Jane amused the new baby with a length of colored ribbon and watched the two older children play with a ball, Sophie worked diligently at spinning the raw silk into thread. “I was trying to remember if it had rained on St. Swithin’s Day?”

“Ja, it rained on the saint’s day but only a gentle pit-pat,” Sophie replied. “How does the saying go? You taught it to me once:

St. Swithin’s Day, if it doth rain,

For forty days it will remain.

St. Swithin’s Day, if thou be fair,

For forty days ’twill rain no more.”

“We should set no store by it, Sophie, for it has not been forty days yet, and look at the sky now. ’Tis so hot, the blue in it has all dried up.”

Sophie eyed her friend, who seemed somewhat serious this afternoon. She noted the gown Jane was wearing was very handsome for everyday wear, but she had long since given up chiding Jane for her extravagance. “You seem far away, lieveling,” she said. “Is there something the matter?”

Jane rocked the now sleeping baby in her arms, brushing the flies away. “I knew I could not hide from you, dear Sophie. Aye, there is something wrong. There is a reason why William has not wed these forty years; he is impotent.” The new word in her vocabulary fell heavily from her lips. It was the first time she had actually brought herself to say it.

Sophie gasped and stopped her spinning. “That is bad, Jane. Are you sure? Mayhap he is ill. Sometimes the men are unable to . . . you know . . . ven they are ill. Jehan had a stone inside his kidney and he left me alone for a month until it came out.”

“Nay, he is not ill. He is simply not interested in me—or any woman, I would guess.”

“Vat vill you do?”

Jane did not know what she would do. On the one hand, she did not have to put up with William mounting her night after night, as Sophie said Jehan was wont to do, but it did not seem right to her that he did not keep his side of the marriage bargain. “He swore before God that he agreed to love and honor me in heart, body, and mind and that our solemn union was intended among other things for the procreation of children,” she said, shooing a fly off little Pieter’s face. “And I swore to honor those vows, too. I want to have my own babes, Sophie, otherwise why would I have agreed to marry such a dull man as William Shore.”

Sophie did not like to mention that living under her father’s roof, Jane had had no choice but to do her father’s bidding. She clucked her tongue instead and offered, “You are right to be sure, Jane, but you have fine clothes and a household of your own at least, vich you have always vanted.”

Jane nodded sulkily. “But I wanted children, too, Sophie.” And she hugged the baby to her breast.

“It has been three months only, dear friend. I have no doubt you vill interest him yet. You seem to have had no trouble attracting men to you ever since ve vere young. I used to be jealous, but now I know what it is they vant, I must say I am happy they avoided me.” She made a face to express her disgust of men’s lusts.

Jane had to laugh. “Certes, Sophie, it cannot be so bad or there would be no more than one child born to a couple. And”—she lowered her voice for the children’s sake—“why would there be so many whores?”

“Godallemachtig!” Sophie exclaimed, raising her eyes to heaven. “Is it not clear? They get paid to bed a man. Mayhap if Jehan paid me, I vould be more villing.”

Jane’s warm, low-throated laughter woke the baby, who began to fret and want freeing from his swaddling bands. “Poor little Pieter. Are you hot, sweeting?” Jane quickly unbound the soft, pink body. Liberated, Pieter exercised every limb with burbling delight. “That is better, is it not?” Jane cooed while Sophie sadly watched her friend, who so obviously wished the baby were hers.

“You have not answered me yet. Vat vill you do?”

Jane shook her head. “I suppose I can wait a few months in case, as you say, William has an ailment he has not told me about. But after that, I shall seek the help of a priest in the matter of an annulment.”

Sophie drew in a breath, shocked. “Annulment? You would seek annulment? That vould cause a scandal, vould it not?”

“It might cause William some embarrassment, but not I,” she said, irony evident in her voice. “I am certain no one would think it my fault. Why, even my father thinks I am too forward with men.”

Sophie shook her head. “Do not say such a thing, Jane. Your father may not pay you much heed, but he cares about you.”

Jane was not so sure, but she said nothing and continued tickling little Pieter’s bare midriff.
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Those small faults that Jane had seen in William’s physique when they had first met—his gangly legs; the lank, dull hair; his nervous sniff; his nearsighted peering at people’s clothes, for William never bothered looking at the people themselves—all began to magnify in her mind each time she was with him. That night was no exception.

He was picking at his supper of pickled eels, cheese, and wastel bread with one hand and holding the shop’s account roll open with the other, peering at the figures in the light of a candelabra, and Jane was at liberty to study her husband from the other end of the table. A large silver saltcellar separated them, and their trenchers were set upon spotless table linen. Soon William would roll up the accounts, push away his food, and down his wine. Jane did not approve of William’s indulgence with wine at supper. It was not that she did not enjoy a cup or two herself, but she resented that he said it made him sleep better. Aye, she thought, and probably dulled the senses he needed to get her with child.

“The king is already returning from France,” William suddenly said, not lifting his head from the paper. “It seems there was a treaty signed ere a shot was fired.”

Jane was astonished. She had witnessed the departure of King Edward at the end of May when he had ridden with his retinue through the streets to London Bridge to take boats to Greenwich. This expedition was supposed to have regained some of the territory lost during the war against France that had endured almost one hundred years and ended in 1453. The five-year-old Prince of Wales came from Ludlow to be keeper of the realm, although his mother would have him in her charge, and the Archbishop of Canterbury, as chancellor, would have England in his. It was expected that the king and a large number of the nobility would be gone for a long time, and thus Edward had taxed his subjects to their breaking point for this glorious campaign. Once again the wealthy merchants of London had joined with the great Italian banking families like the Medicis and Portinaris to lend even more to the king to pay his massive army; both John Lambert and William Shore had added to Edward’s war chest. Great things were expected of the expedition, and to hear that it was all over in the space of four months struck Jane as odd, especially as there had been no news of victory or defeat.

“How can that be?” she asked. “The king was expected to join with Charles of Burgundy and beat the French. Did King Louis surrender?”

William shook his head. “Nay, wife, it would seem our soldier sovereign was bought off with a pension from Louis if Edward left without fighting. To be fair, Burgundy failed to keep his end of the bargain and offered little or no support to Edward. Without Charles, Edward’s efforts might have led to an even lengthier campaign and possible defeat. But, trust me, this news will not be well received by Englishmen. An English army returning from France with its tail between its legs? ’Tis shameful, and,” he grumbled, “I doubt any of us who financed the fiasco will see our money back. ’Tis a sorry affair.”

Jane privately thought the lack of loss of life and limb was a praiseworthy outcome, but as she knew William would not care about anything except his money, she kept silent. She did not want to irritate him because she had a more pressing conversation to initiate. She cleared her throat and waited for him to look up at her.

“Was there something you wished to talk to me about, Jane?” William had noticed her unusually demure demeanor and had learned it often preceded a favor. He enjoyed granting those little wishes for a new gown or pair of shoes, because it made him feel powerful over her. And it seemed to help alleviate his guilt that he could not perform in bed. He had always hated his body, wishing he could have been born strong and virile, and it had unnerved him as a youth that he did not seem to share the lustiness of his fellow apprentices. He had never visited the stews or attempted to bed a tavern wench as they had, and he was teased mercilessly as a result. He had even been called a sodomite, which was abhorrent to him. William simply did not seem to have much of a sensual nature; he took physical pleasure in fingering his purse and counting his money. Jane’s sensuality frightened and disgusted him, and on many occasions he caught himself wishing he had never agreed to wed her. But the union was paying handsomely through referrals from his prominent father-in-law, and he had been able to purchase his shop premises outright with Jane’s dowry. In truth, business was good, he told himself.

“Aye, William, I would talk to you about us,” Jane said in as forthright a tone as she dared. “I think you know what I mean. I believe we rub together well enough as people, but we do not in between the sheets.” It irked Jane further that William never appreciated her wordplay or wit, and so she did not even pause to see if tonight were different. “May I know if you have some ailment that prevents us from normal intimacy, something that prevents us from having a child?”

William’s face drained of color, and he clutched his napkin over his lap. “I do not believe it is your place to ask me such a thing. I am your husband and you must submit to my will. I am sorry if you are not content with me in”—he paused to weigh his words and then blurted out angrily—“satisfying your lusts, but it cannot be helped. Now let us please change the subject or I shall leave the room.”

Jane pushed back her chair and stood. “Nay, William, ’tis I who shall leave the room. But not before I remind you that I will have every right to seek an annulment if you cannot fulfill your husbandly duty.” Without waiting for his response, she moved to the door and was gone so quickly, William’s tongue could not form any words with which to stay her.

He rose unsteadily and went to the window, his hands trembling as he opened the shutter and stared out at the roof of the Masons’ Hall next door. How could he have lost control of his wife so quickly after wedding her? What was this nonsense about an annulment? He had never struck Jane, but he was moved to violence tonight. If he had a heart, William would have acknowledged that he had deprived his wife of intimacy and ultimately motherhood. But William had grown up believing the world was against him and that if he did not take care of himself first, he would be doomed to mediocrity. He believed fervently that money bought him security, and new business ventures held the only excitement in an otherwise dreary existence. He reached down to scratch a flea bite on his leg and interrupted a mouse nibbling on a morsel of cheese, causing the creature to scuttle away. He scowled. The vermin in this city were a nuisance, but one learned to live with them—a little like an annoying wife, he decided.
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